A Journey to the Valley of the Assassins
discover the joys and difficulties of a geographer, and the
general inaccuracy of human beings which, I believe I have
read in the History of European Morals, is the cause of half
the troubles of mankind. I came to endorse this. Six
people would each give me a different name for the selfsame
hill: when in doubt they invented or borrowed one from
somewhere else to please me. There was an economy to
begin with: people had not sat down like Adam and Eve,
who had nothing else to do, to look at objects and say:
" What shall we call it?" They gave a name to a whole
region, and then made it do for whatever village, river,
mountain, or pass belonging to it they happened to wish
to define. This explained the difficulty of locating Alamut,
which is neither village nor castle but the main valley only,
and by courtesy the river whose proper name is Alamut
Rud.
By sifting and collating, by telling Ismail that he was a
liar and getting 'Aziz to ask every likely man we met, I
gradually got the landmarks of my line of march; and also
acquired such a reputation for geographical curiosity that
strangers would come up and bring me names unasked.
In the villages in the evenings I would show my map to
the men squatting round the samovar, and explain how it is
gradually made by the report of travellers who give what
they can for the benefit of others after them, so that to offer
a wrong name is like wilfully misleading a stranger when
he asks the way. This they understood and became careful
to tell me what I wanted, and even Ismail, whom I accused
of being the father of every mistake printed between Alamut
and the Caspian, occasionally managed to say something
one could believe.
I returned to Chala to find him erecting my bed and
mosquito net on our host's roof while all the young inhabi-
[212]

